Re-Structure

2

4

for
Doris Ellsworth

5

... modern society is de-skilling people in the conduct of everyday life. We have many more machines
than our ancestors but less idea of how to use them well; we have greater conduits between people
thanks to modern forms of communication, but less understanding of how to commuincate well.
Practical skill is a tool rather than a salvation, but, lacking it, issues of Meaning and Value remain
abstractions.
- Richard Sennett, Together
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Abstract
Home is a loaded concept. For each of us it means a vast spectrum of associations,
emotions and values. However, there are also a myriad of universal commonalities of
what home is in our collective imaginations and experiences despite the increasingly
transitory and elusive ideas about what home means for each of us. Whatever or
wherever we might call home, our experiences within the walls of what we understand
to be home impact and shape us. It is the physical and sociological structure that
shapes our lives and the shelter from which we depart to grow into the larger world
surrounding it.
This body of work is an exploration of the construct of ‘home’ as both material
and immaterial structure of relationships and objects. Through various approaches
to projects across mediums and forms, I have sought to align my process of making
with my own developing definition of home and of the domestic through means of
connection, collaboration adn community. At the heart of these is a dependence and
value of relationships. In exploring relational structures and objects that mediate them
through the process of making, I have deepened my belief that relationships are at the
core of who we are and how we choose to design our lives. With this in mind, my aim
has been to investigate our relationship to objects, our relationship to the making of
objects, and our relationship to others, their narratives and histories. Of the utmost
import in driving these themes has been a desire to create objects that arise from
personal and meaningful places that go further to become structures of support for the
life and development of new narratives.
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Introduction
With the anticipated arrival of our first child, the expectant waiting brings a shift in
what ‘home’ means. It now takes on a different shape as something that we are more
consciously creating as a place, as an embodiment of our values and perspectives.
On one hand there is the material understanding of home. Gottfried Semper, in his
work, The Four Elements of Architecture, distills the “original, constituent parts” (101)
of a building as the following:
Mound - Stonemasonry
Roof - Tectonics Carpentry
Enclosure - Textiles
Hearth - Ceramics
Each of these material elements rely on their individual structural systems and
material integrities - a truss for the roof, bracing for the enclosure, and so forth. Yet,
the home, or perhaps more aptly, shelter, relies on the collective integration of these
parts for a sound, structural whole. In thinking about these elements in relation
to the home, I began to ponder what elements of relationships and community
are important and what objects might correlate to the idea of radiating relational
structures and systems. We are not, as we often like to believe, solely self-made beings,
but are shaped and supported by so many others. Working from the self outward, I’ve
structured this writing based on an adaptation of Semper’s four elements as seen on
the following page. Working in the format and spirit of the lyrical essay I start with
the self, or the “I,” I work outwards, expanding the narrative to increasing radii of the
collective “We.” Thus, the Four Elements I’ve focused on become the structure of this
written work, and each is anchored by the correlation built thesis object:
Mirror - Self and Reflection
Dining Table - Family and Intimate Communion
Quilt - Communal Systems of Support
Dome - The Threshold between Private and Public Community
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SELF
FAMILY
COMMUNITY
PUBLIC

Fig.1: Radiating Community Illustration
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Mirror

Self & Reflection
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Creating Time & Space:
Anchored Vessels

Fortunately the ferry was running on that clear, sunny December day. Those
attempting to get to or form the island the previous three days were stranded on one
side of the passage or the other, thanks to the moods of wind and water. This sort
of inconvenience is not a stranger to those that live on Nantucket island  (just talk
to someone about trying to buy underwear in the days before Amazon). Admittedly
this notion of ‘inconvenience’ adds to the charm of the island, of island living and
paints a simpler, slower life that is easy for me to find attractive on this idyllic day as a
Nantucket neophyte. What I mean though is being more beholden to elements, THE
elements. We are quite used to few limitations, restrictions or inconveniences, able to
plow through most any weather short of a blizzard or hurricane, able to have or get
most anything we need or want with relatively ease and access. I simply wonder if we
might not have it too easy and what we sacrifice by having everything (we need, maybe
not want) at our fingertips, to the detriment of creativity, exploration, ingenuity and
resourcefulness. In any case, I found it in stark contrast to the way we are accustomed
to getting on each day and don’t deny a a personal appeal of occasionally having
to, “wait out the storm,” or be otherwise yanked out of a regimented and regulated
normative operating procedure. Is there valuable downtime therein to be had?
Most of us would probably laugh at the thought of a group of scruffy, tough sailors
sitting around during their downtime on the lightships of yesteryear making baskets.
Nonetheless, this is much the reason for the naming of the uniquely Nantucket baskets
as Nantucket Lightship Baskets. The men would’ve learned on land and brought
their learning onboard with them to occupy themselves during downtime on the
long drawn out hours, days and weeks anchored in a single location, not unlike the
basket’s older historical origins with coopers on whaling ships in the area. Eventually
progressing from gifts for family, friends or love interests, they became a small industry
of their own.
For a period of time, baskets made by José Formosa Reyes (a renowned Nantucket
Lightship basketmaker) became known as, “Friendship Baskets.” Paul Whitten writes
in his book Nantucket Baskets, “... a Nantucket woman carrying her Reyes handbag
while in Paris noticed a woman across the street carrying one as well and yelled out
“Nantucket!” The lady across the street was understandably startled, and stopped to
speak with the woman. That chance encounter resulted in a friendship that endures to
this day.” It sounds a bit bourgeois and cheesey, but the notion that objects as simple as
a basket hold the potential to connect people is rather significant.
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Clockwise from Top Left: Fig.2: José Reyes at work in his studio Fig. 3: José Reyes
teaches a class with young basekt makers Fig.4: The Relief Lightship
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Baskets are mostly empty space, but a chance encounter such as the one noted points
to the potential for even simple, hand-made things to hold an expectant sense of
possibility; a void waiting to be filled and drawing us in, or together, thus allowing us
to understand them as more than mere containers and instead as portals which can
connect us across time and space.
Watching Alan Reed, Michael Kane in their studios that December day or José Reyes
on an old black and white film reel make these baskets, I was completely mesmerized
by the repetitive in and out motion of weaving that slowly created the basket around
the mold. There was a certain quietness and stillness, a steadfastness to their practice,
to the ritual of repitition in their hands that is inspiring and somehow comes to be
embedded in the presence of the finished objects themselves. This sense of working I
would love to find more of in my studio practice. James Krenov, 20th Century master
cabinet-maker, makes a poignant statement in his book, The Cabinetmaker’s Notebook,
to not “be pressured by originality. It’s a losing battle. And so exhausting. Stay out
of it. … try to find the sort of people for whom there is another originality - that of
the quiet object in unquiet times. … there is an idea, an inspiration, where someone
has worked honestly and well, but with humility too - this is original.” I did not bring
a basket home with me, but I did carry a stronger desire to capture and grasp this
sensibility, of something quiet and simple, of something that is part of redefining
‘originality.’ There is a need to slow down, to aspire to work that is personal, that holds
us and moves us (not because of it’s originality, but because of it’s intentionality) to
think or see, to connect and reflect in a way we might not have otherwise, even if just
for a moment.
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Mirror in Mirror

Self & Reflection | Collaborator’s Statement
Greg Halvorsen Schreck

PHOTOGRAPHY

Lambertian photographs are digital photographs made out of wood. There is no
pigment, ink, or emulsion that define them, nor are they projected images. Rather, the
photographs are formed by shadows as light rakes across the surface contours. The
science of the images is based on Lambert’s Law, from 1760. Mark Woodworth, an
industrial physicist, coded Lambert’s equation into a software program that translates
grayscale pixel densities into angular surface changes that can be milled on to a wood
surface. Each photograph combines approximately one hundred separately machined
pieces of wood viewed from the side, transforming into a black and white photograph,
defined solely by light and shadow.
The poetry of each portrait comes from their concave quality. The sitter leaves a space
behind, an absence. That absence is reminiscent of the shadow that symbolizes the
mythical origins of art. The story is about a Corinthian maid. She traced the shadow
of her beloved the night before he left for war, so she could remember him. As a result
of this myth, both art and photography are described as “fixing a shadow.” John
Berger elaborates on this idea in one of his reflections on drawing:
What is a likeness? When a person dies, they leave behind, for those who knew them, an emptiness,
a space: the spacehas contours and is different for each person mourned. This space with its contours
is the person’s likeness, it is whatthe artist searches for when making a living portrait. A likeness is
something left behind invisibly.”
John Berger, from “The Shape of a Pocket,” p. 19
In addition, these portraits play with the Byzantine tradition of the religious icon,
exploring the important relationship between a prototype - namely, a person, a saint—
and the icon of the person, a practice that is both artistic and spiritual.
I based the image of the woman on historical slave photographs. Implicit and invisible
in the historical ‘antiques’ of the colonial era is the anonymous presence of the forced,
uncompensated labor who made the furniture functional by serving those who used it.
Imagine the servants who served early American immigrant women, sleeping on the
floor, helping them manage their hygiene and excrement, as well as their wardrobe
and grooming.
Cultural treasures… have an origin [that cannot be contemplated] without horror. They owe their
existence not only to the great minds and talents who have created them, but also to the anonymous toil
of their contemporaries. There is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a document
of barbarism.
Walter Benjamin, from “Theses on the Philosophy of History”
20

Mirror in Mirror

Self & Reflection | Artist’s Statement

Drawn to the wood-based materiality and object-like nature of Greg’s Lambertian
photographs, combined with my own background and interest in photography, this
collaboration was an endeavor and effort to bring image and furniture together. In
our search for the right marriage photograph and form that we wanted to explore, we
found we were both investigating local histories and narratives of slavery.
One of the things I noticed immediately after moving to New England was the
different sense and presence of history. It wasn’t long after moving to Providence
that I happened upon Martin Puryear’s 2014 Slave Memorial on Brown University’s
campus. This memorial opened a door that has continued to not only shed light on
Rhode Island’s own role and history of involvement with slavery, but also a deeper
self-reflection on my own inadequate education and limited perspectives.
As one who is studying the design and making of furniture, I became intrigued when
learning of the historical associations between Mahogany and slavery. Early American
furniture makers, including those in Rhode Island, were building high-end furniture
for wealthier clients with this exotic and coveted wood species that was coming from
the West Indies and Central America. Mahogany:The Costs of Luxury in early
America by Jennifer L. Anderson became a central and important reference point for
this collaboration, helping inform many of the formal decisions made.
Nona Faustine, a New York City based viusal artist and photographer spoke at RISD
earlier this year. Her series entitled, “White Shoes,” is an incredibly powerful and
poignant set of self-portraits (which I will allow you to discover on your own).  Her
discussion about the series has helped me find some of the words for this project and
for the image present (or absent), with the following words inparticular lingering and
ringing with enduring power:
“It’s a kind of violence when you deny your history. It’s not just a black history, its an
American history and we have not yet dealt with out part. … I feel like the lives of
black women are not seen, we’re not known … and there is a lack of understanding
that we’re just like everyone else.”
This is a reflection on seeing, on trying to see and better understand.
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Fig. 5: Mirror in Mirror. Greg Shreck and Mark Epler. 20 17 (LED Motion Activated Lights Inactive)

Fig. 5: Mirror in Mirror. Greg Shreck and Mark Epler. 2017 (LED Motion Activated Lights Engaged)
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Fig. 7: Greg Shreck. The Slaughterhouse, I Can’t Breathe. 2017
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Dining Table

Family & Intimate Communion
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Thirty spokes meet at the hub,
But the void within them
creates the essence of the wheel.
Clay forms pots,
But the voids within
creates the essence of the pot.
Walls with windows and doors make the house,
But the void within them
creates the essence of the house.
Fundamentally:
The material contains utility,
The immaterial contains essence

Lao Tzu: Tao Te Ching
Translation from The Art of Looking Sideways
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Thirty spokes
Round one hub.
Employ the nothing inside
And you can use a cart.
Knead the clay to make a pot.
Employ the nothing inside
And you can use a pot.
Cut out doors and windows.
Employ the nothing inside
And you can use a room.
What is achieved is something,
By employing nothing it can be used.

Lao Tzu: Tao Te Ching
Translation by A.S. Kline
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Fig. 8: Donato Bramante. Plan for Saint Peter’s Basilica. 1505
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COMMUNE1
COM-MUNE
a group of people living together and sharing
possessions and responsibilities
syn. collective, cooperative
COMMUNE2
COM-MUNE
to converse or talk together, usually with
profound intensity, intimacy, etc.;
interchange thoughts or feelings
COMMUNE3
COM-MUNE
1. to partake of the Eucharist
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Coming to the Table:
Clearing Sacred Space

“I begin with the proposition that eating is an agricultural act. Eating ends the annual
drama of the food economy that begins with planting and birth.” Wendell Berry
begins his Essay, The Pleasures of Eating. With these poignant words and moves on to
imply that it is also a political act, amongst others. I would venture to continue his line
of thinking and extend it to also being a communal and spiritual act. Food production,
an earth-bound endeavor is equally dependent on the ‘heavens,’ connecting us to land
and sky as well as each other.
Berry and his writing predate the popular slow-food movement of today, or the lauded
literature of Michael Pollan and others as it relates to food and culture. Instead,
he was usually not taken seriously, seen as a luddite rather than relevant. Whether
leveraging Amish farming practices as a model for the possibility of a healthy ‘return
to the land,’ or firing the signal flare for the far-reaching repercussions of agribusiness,
he is not a nostalgic nor anti-capitalist, but rather a literary activist reminding us that
we are caretakers of the riches of the earth. I reference Wendell Berry for his ability
to carefully connect our neglect of soil to our neglect of ourselves. Qualitative factors
of living, in more forms than just food nourishment, are at stake, and Berry is able to
bring that to the table.
When food, in the minds of eaters, is no longer associated with farming and with the land,
the eaters are suffering a kind of cultural amnesia that is misleading and dangerous … the
condition of the passive consumer of food is not a democratic condition. One reason to eat
responsibly is to live free. …. we hurry through our meals to go to work and hurry through
our work in order to ‘recreate’ ourselves in the evenings and on weekends and on vacations.
And then we hurry, with the greatest possible speed and noise and violence, through our
recreation - for what? To eat the billionth hamburger at some fast-food joint hellbent on
increasing our ‘quality’ of life? And all this is carried out in a remarkable obliviousness to
the causes and effects, the possibilities and the purposes, of the life of the body in this world.
(Berry 229-230)
My aim is not cynicism, but the observation of oblivion. This paragraph readily and
convincingly exposes the disjointed nature of our lives, and food is but one component
and culprit in that disruption. We begin to understand that the act of eating is
indicative and part of a larger malnourishment that is worth observance.
And where do we eat? At a table. This is where (sometimes) we consume our
food, often with as little thought or regard for where or how or with whom we are
consuming that food with. If the possibilities and the purposes of the life of the body
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in this world are important and sacred, than what we nourish it with should be sacred, as
well as the manner in which we perform that nourishment, even if mundane and routine,
it is still ritual, and seen as such, sacred.
The table has been used as content and concept consistently in art, from dramatically
lit dutch still-life paintings showing tables abundant in food, to ‘meal performances’ as
part of the relational aesthetics movement. On the culinary end of things, the table is
continually experimented with as a surface to emphasize and curate more intentional
experiences; Homefood, EatWith or Feastly are all examples of contemporary attempts
to bring greater connection and intimacy via food, be it in someone’s home or bringing
together a small group of strangers. Each, brings their own flavor in attempts at
leveraging the power of food to gather us. Yet, despite these attempts, one is left to
question if the focus and allure becomes more about an exotic or specialized experience,
another form of foodie tourism, therefore falling more in line with niche entertainment
and remaining further dissociated from their aims as a result - from the everyday, from
the simple, from committed and sustained connection, community and agriculture.
Distractions and deterrents from the table as a sacred space are not new to the era
of digital devices. TV has been around much longer than iPhones, Nintendo’s game
boy came out in the late 80’s, not to mention work, newspapers and countless other
diversions that can take someone away from the dinner table at any time, across eras.
Today though, it is digital devices that seem to be the targeted culprit. During the past
couple years of intense studio time, dinner with my spouse became the one reliable
ritual of connection we have. Even this small space of time together is easily threatened
due to the omnipresence of screens by our sides. This in turn has caused me to think of
our screen consumption similar to the way Berry talks of our blind food consumption,
and consumerism at large, the oblivion more terrifying than the things we are buying or
ingesting. Though thoughtful awareness of such concerns continues to present itself (such
as National Public Radio’s Terry Gross interview with author Adam Alter, “Irresistible
by Design: It’s no Accident You Can’t Stop Looking at the Screen.”), screen abstinence
isn’t what is being called for, or necessarily helpful, but gaining any control or a sense of
curated, intentional, productive engagement is.
If I cannot keep an hour with my spouse sacred, protected from the intrusion of the
banal and unimportant, what am I holding sacred? Is the computer, the phone or the
tablet a tool or have I become the tool of my device? Here, the table is a place, an object,
to start to reclaim the sacred. If we can become more present there, more attentive to
the food and people before us, breaking bread with them, than I would hope when we
get up from the table, we are more connected, concerned and cautious because we’ve
disconnected. When are we better off and what are we better off without?
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Slow Tasting
A Collaborative
Event with We’re
Better Off and
North Bakery
2.26.16
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Fig. 9,12: Pages from event pamphlet created by Brandon Lane and Devan Durante of Better Off
(Artist’s Statement written by Mark Epler)
Fig. 10-11: Mark Epler. Polaroids. 2016
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Fig. 13: Mark Epler. Sacred Space. 2017

Fig. 14: Mark Epler. Sacred Space. Detail Image.
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Fig. 15: Mark Epler. Sacred Space.

Fig. 16: Mark Epler. Sacred Space. Detail Image
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Quilt

Communal Systems of Support
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Fig. 17: Bruce Epler. Family Photo at Pismo beach, CA. 1986.

The Quilt:

A Story from my Mother
As colorful, complicated, busy and unmatching the prints and design patterns of the fabric pieces
are, the way they are quilted together is quite simple. Just like the three sisters’ lives that the quilt
represents.
Each square is a fabric scrap of an Easter dress that our mother made for each of us when we
were all very young. or a ‘first day of school’ outfit and other such special occasion pieces of
clothing. Stripes, flowers, paisley, pastel lavender with fuzzy polka dots in the shape of a daisy.  I’m
not sure how many years the quilt gives history to.
It is the piece I first learned to quilt on when I was very young.  My grandmother, my mother
and myself each sat on three sides of the large quilting frame that took up the entire space of our
living room.  It stayed there for months until we were done, much to my fathers chagrin.
Most recently the quilt has laid dormant in a wicker chest in my garage.  It has been there for
years.  Before that, it was packed, moved and unpacked more than 10 times.  I tried to mend it
once a long time ago, trying to replace some of our ‘dresses’ which were wearing out with all the
washings over the years.
I haven’t thought about the quilt that much at all in my adult years.  Until now.  It has suddenly
come back to life.
I only get to see my out-of-state grown sons every two years or so. Thus, it seems odd that it
happened to be one of them that brought the sister childhood quilt back to life.  You see, there’s
this photo of this particular son and myself; he is sitting in the nest of my ‘Indian style’ pose.
We are on the beach.....on the blanket.  He is the age of two.  It’s been a favorite photo of ours
over the years.  We’ve laughed at the Mini Mouse t-shirt I am wearing, his blonde, blonde hair,
(which no longer exists), my braids.  But this time, as I sent the photo to him via text for whatever
reason, it was the blanket that he inquired about.  “The blanket?  You remember that blanket?”  
“Oh yes”, he replied.  Somehow, the quilt held a strong or particular memory for him.  And he
wondered what had become of it.  “Do you know the story behind that quilt?” The pieces of
fabric came alive to me in those moments as I described to him my own memories of making it.
And as timing would have it, both sisters are coming to the beach this weekend for a visit.  We
are in our 50’s and 60’s now.  I plan to unveil the quilt, not knowing how long it’s been since
they’ve seen it.  The colors are faded and the fabric threads are thin and worn.  I hope they are
as sentimental about it as I am, and that we will sit around it, each on the three sides of the four,
pointing out and touching and claiming our dresses, laughing and remembering. We shall take a
picture of us three sisters with our childhood-dress patch-quilt and I will send it to my son.
It’s a silly little story. Simple. Sweet.
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Piece by Piece:
A Response

I was completely taken aback when I received this story from my mother. It was
unexpected in the most wonderful sense. This photo of us has always held an imprint
in my mind, but I find it interesting that it took so long for the quilt to become the
foacl point. It’s held this story for so long, as if waiting to be discovered, waiting
silently for me to ask. I am mesmerized by it’s mundaneness alongside it’s uniqueness.
It holds this wonderful and rich narrative within it’s cacophony of color and material,
and yet here it’s partially buried in the sand, accepting it’s material banality - a heap
of clothing scraps. Embedded within that surface is so much more, to be known, or
not. It is not wall art, not even reserved as the guest bedroom bed throw (though we
never had a guest bedroom that I can remember), indifferent either way.
It stands as a reminder of the subtle power and richness of simple, indiviudal pieces
of material that become stunning in their collective chaos of pattern and patchwork.
There is little that I have that has been touched or made by the generations before
me. As a result, this image creates a bit of longing for that material connection, for
that narrative to live and continue within our home.  Most of all though, the impression left on me with this story is the description of it’s inception. Three generations of women sitting together as teacher(s) and pupil(s), learning by making as the
hand-made dresses find new life by the same hands and new ones. The act of making
together in this way I like to think of as it’s own bond, stitching family together as an
embodiment of a narrative and part of time that lives to be unfolded into new memories as it is used, abused, packed, unpacked and stored away. Many of my more vivid
familial memories, and those of others I’ve had conversations with revolve around
activities of making or work. Building bunkbeds in the basement, a doghouse for our
yellow labrador, baking sugar cookies with mom or even the taseks I might have been
more disgruntled to partake in like shoveling gravel for the driveway or painting the
exterior of the house. These tactile endeavors I now see as relational mediators, each a
stitch that allows us to come together, piece by piece, even if they each seem disparate
and discordant at the time.
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QUILT AS COLOR
QUILT AS MEMORIAL
QUILT AS NARRATIVE
QUILT AS PATTERN
QUILT AS COMMUNAL
QUILT AS INDIVIDUAL
QUILT AS HISTORICAL
QUILT AS AMERICAN
QUILT AS GLOBAL
QUILT AS CULTURAL
QUILT AS CRAFT
QUILT AS ART
QUILT AS LAYERS
QUILT AS WARMTH
QUILT AS SCRAPS
QUILT AS FEMININE
QUILT AS MATERNAL
QUILT AS REPETITION
QUILT AS SLOW
QUILT AS STITCHED
QUILT AS REGIONAL
QUILT AS SOFT
QUILT AS COMFORT
QUILT AS FAMILIAL
QUILT AS GENERATIONAL
QUILT AS SIMPLE
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Your kit contents are all in the ziploc bag.
All you ‘ll need in addtion is an iron (ideally,
but if you dont you can still manage), and a
pencil.
THE SUBSEQUENT INSTRUCTIONS ARE
MEANT FOR ANYONE WITH LITTLE TO NO
SEWING EXPERIENCE. IF YOU ALREADY
KNOW WHAT YOU’RE DOING, YOU CAN
PROBABLY JUST REFERENCE THIS DOCUMENT FOR ORDER OF OPERATIONS.

This is everything that should be in your kit:
1. Needle
2. Thread
3. 1/4”x1/4”x6” wood stick
4. Qty 7 pieces of fabric material
5. A visual guide of the pattern your are to
follow - this is important because others
have different patterns and to make the quilt
design come to fruition, please follow your
specific block pattern
6. An extra fabric square with a note - this is
to write your name on - no sewing!

break out your 7 pieces of fabric to make sure
they’re all there - as noted in the email please
DO NOT USE the two multi-colored “dovetail”
pieces. These were cut wrong and you will be
receiving the correct replacement ones in a
couple days after you get the kit (SORRY!).
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Fig. 18: Page 1 of instructional set provided to collaborators.

Fig.19: Digital Photos provided by collaborators. Clockwise from Top Left, Maria
Zuber, Kimberly Epler, David Moody and April McAnally, Bruce and Thomas Epler,
Liz Bunch Cramer, Jeff Darragh’s Grandmother
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Fig. 20: Mark Epler, Jen Grudza and 44 Collaborators. System of Support. 2017

Fig. 21: Close-ups from System of Support. Sewing block ‘mishaps’ by collaborators
which contribute significantly to the visual interest and personality of the quilt.
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Dome

Connections Beyond the Threshold of Home

53

“Some parts of that structure rust away, some need repair, some
are added to, but given enough redundancy, care, and maintenance,
the structure stands strong. It takes so much more than “I” or
“me” to stay standing, to be where we are or go where we’re going.”
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Structural Integrity

Fig. 22: An excerpt from the Author’s sketchbook
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Connection through Uncerrtainty:

Lessons from attempts at Motorcycle Maintenance
I bought a motorcycle for riding, but also for mechanical tinkering. Once I came to
see these two activities as intertwined, the reason for them became unified as well. I
wanted to slow down and get a little lost. We get in a car to go from point A to point
B, and we take our cars to mechanics because we need to get from point A to point
B without failure. Each is an engagement of necessity and practicality, and each are
requiring less and less engagement from us. The reliance fostered on devices and
interfaces as opposed to our own understanding of tools and objects and the way they
help us navigate the world is worth some consideration and the motorcycle is an apt
analogy as something equal parts well-tuned machine and free-spirit.
A mechanical neophyte, I needed something that would be simple, or at least more
accessible for entering into the foreign world of crankshafts, carburetors and cylinders.
Older BMW motorcycles are supposed to be just that, not to mention rather elegant. I
am not interested in becoming a mechanic, nor understanding all the ins and outs of
internal combustion engines and BMW engineering. What I am interested in however,
is getting to know it, to know it as an object with life and which I entrust mine to.
Akiko Busch in her essay, The Ecology of Uncertainty, writes that, “we live in a time
when the unknown can become known nearly instantly and effortless … the answers
to everything we might imagine asking seem but a mouse click away.” I think it could
be argued this changes the way and the depth with which know things, and seek to
understand them. There is little in the makeup of our material environments that we
know well or develop an intimate relationship with. We don’t have to know ‘things’
well, because they’re mostly affordable, accessible, disposable, replaceable or beyond
our patience. Like any relationship, the process to truly get to know someone is slow.
An encounter here, an encounter there, this situation or that, each revealing another
nut and bolt that holds someone together. Despite instant access to helpful youtube
videos, instruction manuals and chat forums, I can tell you that these do not allow
you to “know” how to fix a motorcycle. Undeniably helpful and empowering to tackle
what one might otherwise not - most definitely. But, just a little wrenching is enough to
understand that access to information alone is insufficient.
The endless abundance of information creates its own dilemma of filtering. The
temptation is to seek out and absorb as much information as you can on replacing a
rear main seal before ever attempting to put a wrench to the engine block For one,
acquiring ALL the information is impossible. Like most information, it differs from
source to source, and absorbing it does not actually allow you to ‘know’ it. As I fail
to learn again and again, the only way to begin to gain an understanding of the
information you might have access to is to get your hands dirty, listen, follow hunches
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(or not), applying part methodical rationality, part intuition, and part blind guessing.
It is an act of entering, with your hands into uncertainty. Busch, later on in her essays
recounts a conversation with a metal smith, Eric Griffin, on the idea of uncertainty and
quotes him saying, “that it [uncertainty] suggests problem-solving, imagination, curiosity
... not comparable to being. It is most comparable to exploration.. ... Uncertainty opens
things up. Uncertainty is more of an opportunity to reflect upon things, to process them.”  
Even a finely engineered german machine is full of surprises and opportunities to explore
uncertainties that evade the scientific method and perfections of machined precision.
With the mechanical endeavors I’ve undertaken thus far, I’ve had to set the information
aside much earlier and jump into uncertainty, knowing that tacit knowledge and intuition
will only come from doing, riding, breaking-down, talking to another rider, doing it again
and more riding. In a workshop or a machine shop you gain an implied understanding
of the rituals and rhythms of the people and the machines that allow you, over time
to instinctively respond to the slightest alterations. Richard Sennet, in Together, refers to
this as embodied, “informal gestures.” They are involuntary, and engrained to the point
where one doesn’t even have to think about it, they just do it, and it is achieved through
collaboration and listening. Not just audible listening, but listening as attentiveness and
being attuned to man, machine and material. To listen in this way requires a certain
slowness in order to acquire knowing-ness. There is no rushing a mechanical fix, and
there is little joy in only riding fast and straight. Part of the magic of the machine for me
is not fully understanding how it works. As Akiko Busch expresses later in the same essay,
“There are times I think, when our need to not know something exceeds immeasurably
our need to know.” Not knowing where you are, where you are going or what you might
find along the way, is much the raison d’etre for riding. When I am riding or wrenching
comfortably, with a measure of uncertainty, has thus far been proportional to the degree
of discovery.
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It may seem silly to others, but it is not unlike the favorite rocking chair that has
been passed down, repaired, sanded and re-stained, holding new life and old alike, it
accumulates wear and intimacy with each rock back and each rock forth. So too, it
is with an old motorcycle that has carried others to and fro, having been maintained,
abandoned, repaired and revived. The more we know something (someone), the
more we are likely to care for it (him/her) and the more life and meaning it is likely
to provide us with. The more we put into that relationship, be it with our contexts,
people or things, the more we will gain from each of them. The parts that make the
wheels move or the rocker rock, they are concepts made material, always imperfect,
but always striving to achieve an idea of something we care about and hold worthy of
the effort to create, or to repair.

“... We were all spectators. And it occurred to me there is no manual that deals with the real business
of motorcycle maintenance, the most important aspect of all. Caring about what you are doing is
considered either unimportant or taken for granted. ... When you want to hurry something, that means
you no longer care about it and want to get on to other things. I just want to get at it slowly, but
carefully and thoroughly.”
- Robert Pirsig, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance
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Fig. 23: Motorcycle Mechanics at work
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Communal Building
I’ve only experienced a handful of what retrospectively I see as meaningful,
impressionable, intentional experiences of community. A common denominator
seems to be the element of physicality and tactility, which usually require elements
of collaboration. Feeding and tacking horses before dawn with the Wrangler crew on
a live-work dude ranch or building a ceramic, wood-fired kiln brick by brick in the
Upper Peninsula of Wisconsin are but a couple hints of such experiences. Including
even the relatively shorter communal experiences, I attribute much of my personal
growth to them individually and collectively. It wasn’t until recently however that I
came to realize the connection between them centering around work of the hands
and body. Herein lies a binding centrality to work outwards from in the creation,
development and care of collaboration, cooperation and community. In these
instances I’ve found that who you are and an emphasis on personal growth is often
more important than what you have done or the task at-hand, even if you don’t see it
until after the fact.
Project-based learning, design-based learning, experiential education and other
similar ‘alternative’ learning models are becoming popular in educational contexts.
Books like, “Shop Class as Soul-Craft” have gained traction and reinvigorated the
conversation around hands-on learning as a model for holistic personal development
in addition to skill development and information acquisition. A primary advantage
touted by these methods is not only a greater ‘embodied’ understanding of the
material at-hand, but the ability of such learning processes to translate outside the
classroom or workshop. There are reverberations of these values understood in
training for the trades, technical training or apprenticeships, where learning by doing
is implicitly fundamental.
A youth program in Brooklyn, NY caught my attention for the way they have
integrated and translated this pedagogical approach with the youth who enroll in their
program. Rocking the Boat’s students choose participation in either an environmental
science, boatbuilding or sailing curriculum, during which time they will receive “wraparound” social services, all of which “combine to bring comprehensive emotional
and social support,” not to mention specific skill sets and training. Of key import
here though is that the learning, the doing is not simply a one on one apprenticeship,
but takes place alongside others. Thus, more than perhaps the participants realize,
the work(ing) becomes a vehicle, or in this case a vessel, for robust collaborative
development as an individual, and as part of a community. I imagine it is equally
about the productivity of the project’s material goals as much as it is about the
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immaterial spaces, conversations, silences and connections that happen therein.
From Richard Sennett’s sociological perspective on the work-shop’s influence, he says
in Together  that, “Craftsmen who become good at making things develop physical skills
which apply to social life. The process happens in the craftsmen’s body; social science
makes this link … by using the the ugly word ‘embodiment’ … I doubt the separation
of mind and body; so too, I cannot believe that social experience is disconnected from
physical sensation.” Sennett focuses on three forms of this embodiment as, “The
Rhythms of physical labor becoming embodied in ritual; how physical gestures gives
life to informal social relations; how artisans work with physical resistance illuminates
the challenge of dealing with social resistance and differences.” Fortunately Sennett
acknowledges this is not immediate, nor guaranteed, but one can’t help but wonder what
it means in a contemporary context where knowledge work is abundant and hand/body
work continues to dissipate while screens, mouses and keyboards dominate, requiring less
physical and face-to-face engagement.

The image of a barn-raising stirs something deep within. When was the last time I
saw this many people, whom are connected both in life and livelihood, collectively and
collaboratively working together with their hands to build something so marvelous
and meticulously crafted?  Admittedly, I would jump at the opportunity to apprentice
in a context where the level of workmanship and craftsmanship is valued equally and
integrally to the literal and metaphorical  building of a community. Not unlike a quilting
circle, all come to help another member of the community with their project, and in turn
will be helped when they are in need during their own. Without veering too far here into
generalities and so-called utopian philosophies, it is images such as these that generate
the challenge of what it means to try and work with mindfulness and meaningfulness, to
make meaningful things in isolation as opposed to in collaboration and cooperation.
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Fig. 24: Barn Raising
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Whether the prideful narrative of American individualism or other influences, we’ve
perpetuated the idealization of the late 18th century notion of the lone artist ‘genius’
in his studio. Even when  work involves a whole host of invisible studio team members,
fabricators or manufacturers, tradesmen and women, it is in the end, perceived as the
Artist’s work, solely and authoritatively. As an introvert who loves space alone to work,
I have a hard time buying into this notion and I don’t think we should be striving to
always work in this manner. This idea, despite being more myth than truth, has a
stronghold on the psyche and we yearn for the accolades and acknowledgment to be
given to our name. It seems, that despite anything and everything made requiring a
whole host of players, the one with the vision, or the title, is given credit and homage.
Someone has to give the acceptance speech I suppose, but what does it mean to start
seeking ways of making, producing, engaging etc. where these qualities are regarded
as equally valuable and regarded as highly as the finest dovetail is for the craftsman.
I want to better understand what it is, what it means to make something with someone
else and to commit to them and that idea fully. The possibilities seem greater, the
energy higher, the intrinsic motivation and the accountability deeper. This is not to
ignore that it can also be much harder or slower, but I do not doubt the potential for
something far more rewarding and rich, whether it ends in ‘success’ or in ‘failure.’
This alone, our understanding and definition of success must itself be called into
question. We know collaboration and cooperation can easily break or bog down, yet
the reward of the endeavor must outweigh the risk of an imperfect outcome, where it
can be afforded. The requisite skills, ‘The craft of cooperation’ as Sennet refers to it,
are for me as much about attempts to address my own weakness, as it is of apparent
cultural, sociological, educational and creative import. Is it better to have a perfectly
patterned, sewn and quilted block quilt that was made by one or two of us, or to
have an imperfectly sewn and quilted patchwork of blocks, made by the loving, if
inexperienced hands of a multitude of friends and family? There is enough “I” in our
world and too little “we.” This is not to dismiss or disregard the value and necessity of
expressing oneself, but rather an attempt to question and challenge my own notions of
what it means to contribute and to make objects and experiences in our contemporary
culture and context. Though we might like to think so, we are never actually making,
creating or designing alone.
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Fig. 25-27: Beaumont Newhall. The Supine Dome - Buckminster Fuller and Students
at Black Mountain College. 1948.
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I am as interested in utopian building and living principles as I am the images of
future dystopian ones. They both have something to offer, one checking the other and
challenging us to ground ourselves somewhere in the middle. This isn’t an analysis
or research into either, but I bring it up as I’ve been intrigued with some of the ideas
Buckminster Fuller championed with his Geodesic Dome designs. It could be argued
that although regarded as one of his most infamous achievements, the structure has
achieved far more acclaim in written form than built. It never became the democratic,
affordable, efficient living structure he had hoped to see realized. Nonetheless, it was his
pursuit towards structural simplicity, unity and efficiency that makes it so appealing. As a
structure to live in, admittedly less appealing. I was particularly captivated by the images
of “Bucky” and this supine dome documented during his tenure at Black Mountain
College. In these we see the process, the origins, the failures, the collective and communal
effort around a centralized idea and vision. Not unlike the way Black Mountain College
was organized as an educational community, each component of the structure relies on
every other element equally; each its own part of the whole, allowing the structure to also
become the form.
Baskets are similar in their appeal for their directness. As vessels, their components are
indistinguishable and inseparable as structure, pattern, material and form, combining
to emphasize the space contained. In an old issue of American Craft, Betty Park writes
about John McQueen’s baskets, quoting him that, “the inside is the same as the outside,”
and adding, “Baskets are in fact more empty space than matter, the structure is just dense
enough to suggest a wall” (27). One can understand the dome as a basket of sorts to me,
especially if we add in Semper’s reminder that the origins of the ‘enclosure’ were textilebased, and thus closing the imaginative gap between scales. As a type of architecture, enclousre, vessel or what have you, the dome too is thus more space than matter. Be it function, form or otherwise, as a maker or designer it easy to neglect the idea of space in the
object itself, where the object lives or even their own workspace. This becomes a poignant
reminder that the space, the ‘empty’ space, deserves more attention than we allot it. As
maker, builder, craftsman etc. I/we obsess over the making, neglecting making room for.
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A home is as much about it’s immaterial parts as it’s material (arguably a lot more). I
realize I cannot, need not, should not, think of house and home as something only as
parts and structure that can be planned out and executed accordingly. We might all
conjure ideas and memories of home that have very much to do with it’s material and
spatial properties, but we are of course far more impacted by it’s non-architectural
terms - those that are social, cultural, emotional, familial and psychological. Akiko
Busch’s book, “A Geography of Home,” is a fascinating room by room exploration
of a home’s spatial components, but a review of the work looks at the whole and
notes that the home is, “far more than four walls and a roof, it contains our private
and public lives, our families, our memories and aspirations, and reflects our attitudes
toward society, culture, the environment and our neighbors.” The four walls and a
roof mediates all of these things, becoming the filtering membrane through which
external and internal influences travel. There is an inside and an outside, divergent
in this instance from the basket in that they are not always the same, but do certainly
inform how we experience the other. It’s a two-way system of communication where
information is taken in from both sides of the wall and both are sides where we strive
to find and project our own voice and identity.
The realization is seeping in that the making of home could be one of the greatest
design challenges. Rather than seeing it as a fixed object that needs to be constructed
immediately, certificate of occupancy in-hand, I am beginning to understand it as a
framework, a structure that holds ample space for far more than daily living activities.
Instead, it might be wise to apply the sensibilities employed as an artist, designer and
maker. We shape, join, cut, subtract, add, cast, melt, look, draw, iterate, test and so on
in our efforts to engage sustained exploration, observation, discovery, experimentation,
craftsmanship, failure, listening, patience and other elements of rigorous craft and
design practices. Might we employ these sensibilities along the uncertain journey of
parenthood and home-making and others?
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Fig. 28-30 | Converse Interactions. Top: Rendering of envisioned dome structure Bottom Left: Horn
prototype in metal - brass, cast brass, alumninum, rivets. Bottom Right: Close-up of metal prototype

Fig. 31: Converse Interactions. Full-Scale slice of dome structure from maple, bristol paper and
ABS 3D printed plastic.
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Fig. 32: Converse Interactions. Detail Images

Fig. 33: Converse Interactions. Metal Prototype Detail Images
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Coda

Making and Knowing

Fig. 20: Mark Epler. Polaroids. 2017.

76

Part of what I am drawn to and realizing while here at the Apprenticeship in Rockland,
Maine is that Nina, Joao and the others are not here for ego, nor to be able to stamp their
brand on something to say, “this is mine.” To be able to say, “I built that,” is enough.
They are building to give something life, to give it breath and let it live and bring liveliness
to others in it’s use. Perhaps from the moment a vessel type is chosen to be built, it is
understood that it is henceforth about letting (the boat) go; to go forth, to have a place in
the world, useful and beautiful. The ‘design’ is not the focus adn typically is left unaltered.
There is the realization that design has made possible what they are doing, and providing
an understanding, a freedom to allow making alone a worthy ambition. In this realm,
designs are tried and true, proven seaworthy and it is acceptable, neigh, unncessary to
continue to redesign all the time in the name of neomania. Making is knowing here, and
the knowing breeds growth. They join a long lineage of hands that have enacted and
engaged the same rituals to bring wood to water. This is cause for thought as a designer
- to wonder if we overvalue our own ends in design, or simply overdesign again and
again without true aim. Might we need to set it aside now and again and revel in the act
of making as equally valuable. By doing so, it is not the progression of design that is at
the forefront, but the implementation of design, and in this way, the user - the sailor, the
rower, the adventurer becomes the designer of the boat’s use and how it becomes part of
their life.
Here, the quest which propels is the acquisition of skill and craft, of seamanship, and
undeniably of something deeper within and greater than them. Aptly named, it is
apparent that the values of apprenticeship deserve more credence and nurturing in
contemporary culture. The empty vessels before me are full of questions and challenges
as I am asked to regard my own ends, pursuits and process in design. The difference
is palpable simply upon setting foot in the shop. Two days is not enough to fully give
it words, but there lingers something timeless, something important and personal,
communal and soulful amongst these wooden wonders and the slow work embedded in
their planks..
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